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European Union invites Cuba to Lome Convention talks
In late June, European Union (EU) foreign ministers meeting in Luxembourg voted to invite Cuba to
attend as an observer the Sept. 30 EU meeting with the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) group.
The purpose of the EU-ACP meeting is to negotiate the renewal of the Lome Convention. Cuba
attended a recent ACP meeting in Barbados and received unanimous support for inclusion in the
September negotiations (see NotiCen, 06/04/98).
Observer status is an important step for Cuba on the way to full membership in the ACP, an
organization of 71 former European colonies that receives important trade preferences as an affiliate
of the EU through the 1975 Lome Convention, which expires in 2000. Under the convention, ACP
member states must meet EU-prescribed goals in human rights and democracy. The vice president
of Cuba's Council of Ministers, Jose Ramon Fernandez, said, "Cuba is interested in integrating itself
with the entire world," and called the EU decision "a gesture of absolute independence."
In a reference to the US embargo against Cuba, he added that the vote helps Cuba defend itself in
"this unipolar world." Cuba is the only Latin American country that does not have a cooperation
agreement with the EU. Cuban policy now is to widen international trade and other ties as much as
possible, avoiding the economic dependence on one country that has marked most of the island's
modern history. But Cuban policymakers have been slow to pledge internal changes as a quid pro
quo for securing commercial agreements.
Before leaving for Brussels to address the European Parliament in June, Robaina confined himself
to generalities about possible membership in the ACP, saying Cuba "is prepared to contribute to
the creation of a climate of confidence to facilitate a dialogue" with the EU. What he offered EU
ministers was an arrangement based on "mutual respect and noninterference in internal affairs"
in exchange for ample opportunities for European investors. This apparently meant that access to
Cuba's emerging economy is reward enough without the EU expecting major changes in the island's
political and economic systems. Robaina reminded the ministers that Cuba offers potentially the
largest investment opportunity in the Caribbean and Central American region.
The speech clearly linked the upcoming vote on observer status with Cuba's counteroffensive
against the US embargo. At the same time, Robaina reiterated Cuba's longstanding position that
relations with the EU should not be conditioned upon changes in Cuba. "Under no circumstances,
not to open any door, will Cuba accept any conditions," he said. Robaina was ambiguous about how
Cuba would answer EU demands for internal change in Cuba, saying only, "We feel prepared to
initiate this process." However, the process is still far off, he added.
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US resumes humanitarian-aid flights to Cuba
A planeload of medical and other supplies left Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International Airport
for Havana in mid-June. This was the first shipment of humanitarian aid sent directly from the US
since President Bill Clinton halted the program after the shooting down by Cuban fighters of two
exile-piloted planes in 1996 (see NotiSur, 03/01/96 and 03/15/96). Two special flights carrying relief
supplies were permitted during Hurricane Lili in October 1996 (see, NotiSur, 11/22/96).
Clinton lifted the ban on direct flights in March in response to Pope John Paul II's plea for greater
international aid to Cuba (see NotiCen, 02/12/98). The flight, arranged by Catholic Relief Services of
Baltimore, Maryland, and Catholic Charities of Miami, carried donated antibiotics, surgical supplies,
and 9,000 kg of rice and beans for distribution through the Cuban Catholic Church's charity
organization Caritas Cuba. Catholic Relief Services has already shipped about US$6 million worth of
medicine to Cuba this year. Caritas Cuba program director Thomas Garofalo said shipments should
reach US$9 million by the end of the year. A second direct flight is planned, but no date has been
set.
Speaking at the airport before the chartered plane took off, Garofalo said the supplies "will not be
siphoned off for tourists." This remark was in reference to objections to the flight raised by some
Cuban exiles. Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) spokeswoman Ninoska Perez said
exile leaders were concerned that the Cuban government would divert the supplies for use in the
tourist industry. "How do we know that these supplies don't go to the weight-loss clinics, plasticsurgery hospitals, or stress spas that cater to tourists?" Perez asked.
Another private organization announced in early July that it would begin a Cuba Medical Relief
Project in a few weeks. The California-based nonprofit Operation USA received a license from the
Commerce Department to begin flights carrying medical equipment to Cuba. A spokesperson for
the organization said it plans eight shipments during the next two years.

Senate bill would permit direct US government aid to Cuba
Meanwhile, in May, a humanitarian-aid bill, in preparation since January (see NotiCen, 02/12/98),
was introduced in the Senate by a group of conservative senators led by Sen. Jesse Helms (RNC). The bill is named Solidarity after the union movement led by Lech Walesa that opposed
the communist regime in Poland during the 1980s. Helms said the bill would force the Clinton
administration to more actively support internal dissent on the island, "just as the US supported the
Solidarity movement in Poland."
The legislation would authorize US$100 million over four years in US government humanitarian
assistance to Cuba that would be distributed through the Cuban Catholic Church to help "the
victims of repression" in Cuba. The bill defines all Cubans living on the island, except government
officials and members of the governing party, as "victims of repression." The bill also directs the
president to increase support for the political opposition in Cuba, relocate the US government's
Radio Marti and Television Marti broadcast facilities to the US Naval Base at Guantanamo in
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southeastern Cuba, provide funds to the Organization of American States (OAS) to send human
rights and election observers to Cuba, and beef up enforcement of the embargo through the Office
of Foreign Assets Control.
In addition, the bill has a provision forcing the president to seek an indictment against President
Fidel Castro for the 1996 shootdown. The bill also would require the president to report to Congress
twice a year on labor conditions in Cuba and on any Cuban narcotics or money-laundering
activities. It would allow Congress to override the president's March order permitting the
resumption of direct flights to Cuba. A competing aid bill proposed by the CANF has yet to be
reconciled with the Helms version. The CANF proposal is more restrictive and would require the
president to give active, even covert, assistance to dissenters in Cuba. In a letter to The Washington
Post, Rep. Esteban Torres (D-CA) reminded Helms that the Catholic Church in Cuba said it would
not distribute aid from the US government. He called the bill an attempt "to derail my efforts,
and Sen. Christopher Dodd's [D-CT], to lift the embargo and restrictions on the sale of food and
medicine."
Castro has said no US government aid as outlined in the Helms bill would be allowed in Cuba,
and he rejected Helms' claim that the bill responds to Pope John Paul II's call for humanitarian aid.
Instead, it is a bill "to reinforce the embargo" and to undermine the recent emergence of opposition
in the US to the embargo, said Castro. "The United States has lost its sense of the ridiculous." The
Solidarity bill is now under consideration in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. President
Clinton orders fifth Helms-Burton waiver President Clinton's administration announced in early
July the fifth successive six-month waiver of Art. III of the Helms-Burton Act. The provision allows
US citizens to sue in federal courts for compensation from foreign investors who use property
confiscated in Cuba during the 1960s.
A White House official said the waiver posed no threat to national security and is necessary to
maintain equilibrium in US-EU relations as well as relations with Canada and Mexico. These and
other trade partners have strenuously objected to the extraterritorial features of Helms-Burton.
At the same time, Clinton began efforts to convince Congress of the need to revoke Art. IV, under
which the State Department can deny visas to foreign business executives of companies using
confiscated property in Cuba. Under the law, the president may not waive Art. IV. The revocation
of Art. IV is central to an agreement made with the EU in May (see NotiCen, 06/04/98) whereby the
US pledged to soften the impact of Helms-Burton on foreign companies and investors, while the EU
agreed to call off a complaint it had taken to the World Trade Organization (WTO) of unfair trade
practices (see NotiSur, 11/01/96).
Leon Brittan, vice president of the European Commission, said in early July that, if Congress does
not abrogate Art. IV, the EU "will take measures" in response. The EU has given Clinton no deadline
for extracting the concession from Congress. Meanwhile, the EU "will continue pressuring Cuba to
democratize," said Brittan. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/14/98, The Financial Times, 05/14/98; The
Washington Post, 05/15/987; The Miami Herald, 05/13/98, 05/14/98, 06/12/98; Spanish news service
EFE, 05/15/98, 05/16/98, 06/26/98, 06/29/98, 06/30/98; Reuters, 06/28/98, 06/30/98; Notimex, 04/10/98,
06/01/98, 06/21/98, 06/29/98, 06/30/98, 07/03/98, 07/05/98, 07/06/98, 07/08/98)
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